Old Salib
voluptuously on die punishments awaiting people who
breakfast after sunrise in their houses.
He knew all the superstitions of the river: the Jinn, the
Divs, the invocations to Elias who hovers on its shores at
sunset. He knew the names of the stars: the Children of
the Coffin, who follow the North Star to its eternal funeral;
and Sirius and Betelgeux, the lovers, who are Majmin
and Leila and meet, said he, together in the heavens on one
night in the year.
He would sit humped on a corner of a wooden bench
in the coffee house waiting for me when I came from a
dinner party, or lie in his grey rags beside a lantern in the
bottom of his boat where the river lisped through shadows
at the end of a narrow lane. I thought little of this steep
and dark way home over the cool night-water, but a sur-
prised look used to appear on the faces of friends who saw
me to the edge and left me in the hands of my rather
disreputable-looking old Charon.
I had an affection for him. He was a gay old philo-
sopher without any morals at all. He was always ready
to gamble his four annas at the coffee house instead of
saving them up for lunch. He finally disappeared owing
to this weakness of his and to my own heedlessness.
As we drew near the end of Ramadhan he asked me one
morning for ten rupees to buy his son a new gown on the